This study evaluates the experiences and perceptions of students regarding e-learning systems and their preparedness for e-learning. It also investigates the overall perceptions of students regarding e-learning and the factors influencing students' attitudes towards e-learning. The study uses convenience sampling in which students of the Education & Arts and Business Administration colleges were e-mailed the survey. Of the distributed questionnaires, 500 completed were received and analysed. The findings revealed that the majority of the sampled participants used and benefited from the e-learning system. The results also indicated that students underwent an adequate training program provided by the University on the use of e-learning. Furthermore, the results disclosed that participants reasonably received technical support when they used electronic cards on e-learning web portals. In addition, regression analysis found that only recorded lectures help to compensate for the virtual class, manuals, instructions and guidelines published at web portals, and the easiness of e-learning system provided by the University were statistically significant with the positive attitude towards the e-learning system. The findings provided a preliminary framework for future studies on e-learning systems across Saudi universities. The findings also suggest administrators, researchers, decision makers, and policy makers should properly plan, design, implement, and promote e-learning with a clear vision in Saudi Arabia.
Introduction
The revolution in computer and information technology has opened several opportunities in different fields of life including government departments, educational institutions, and business enterprises. In business organizations, information technology and other e-portals are used as a network of communication. Therefore, various business organizations and other institutions have developed their websites and online advertising systems. In addition to these, the development of the internet has revolutionized the basic form of education; i.e., the conventional face-to-face system of education has changed (Chen & Wang, 2005) . Chen and Wang (2005) established a cyber-schooling framework as a tool to overcome the shortcomings of time and limited space in the conventional education system. According to Anderson, Boyles, and Rainie (2012) , academic stakeholders see technology as a tool improving teaching and learning experiences in educational institutions (Anderson, Boyles, & Rainie, 2012) .
In recent years, a special emphasis has been given to e-learning systems and services in educational institutions and industrial sectors (Johnson, 2014) . After careful consideration of the introduction of technology in education, it is believed to become one of the largest contributing sector in the world economy. E-learning improves the performance, knowledge, and skills of young learners (Usoro & Abid, 2008) . E-learning is also seen to reduce the cost of education and improve access to quality education (Laurillard, 2007) . Considerable research and development in e-learning have created a body of books, referenced journals, articles, and reports on web portals to improve e-learning experiences. Various factors are identified in the e-learning theoretical framework that influence the quality of e-learning courses. These key components include technology, pedagogy, and organizational context (Chai, Koh, Lim, & Tsai, 2014) . All these factors must be aligned in such a way to enhance the quality of e-learning.
There are various definitions of an e-learning system. An e-learning system is a form of online learning that occurs in a formal context with the use of multimedia technologies (Anderson, 2016) . According to this definition, e-learning is supported by hardware and software for effective provision of quality education either online or offline. E-learning is also defined as a computer-enhanced learning system which is delivered through personal computers (Chan & Ranjit, 2005) . In this system, different communication technologies and online tutorials are used to deliver education. Thus, effective provision of e-learning is said to be a blend of different processes. Such processes projected addressing dominant theories guiding e-learning activities. Cognitive, constructive and behaviorist theories have dominated learning aspects including e-learning (Haythornthwaite & Andrews, 2011) . Of the foregoing three leading theories and others, this study uses constructive approach, which postulates that learners construct their own knowledge, which is strongly influenced by perilous experiences. Thus, learners build their own individual sense of reality. The approach encourages educators to reflect on their perceptions and to provide experiences that will help learners' current knowledge (Haythornthwaite & Andrews, 2011; Piaget, 1926; Vygotsky, 1994; Bruner, 1987; Wood, 1998) .
In an e-learning system, a significant number of applications and processes are designed in the form of CD-ROM and USB or video-conferencing to provide knowledge to the students. Alternatively, e-learning is also known as a system which utilizes technology in the form of computers, multimedia devices, and the internet to improve the traditional classroom interactions between students and teachers. E-learning is a process of self-study which engages students in online virtual classrooms and various educational activities.
Learning through virtual classrooms improves the satisfaction level of students as different aesthetic, interactive graphics, texts, sound, and video deeply engage the students. In the changing educational environment worldwide, the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) need to maintain a competitive advantage by providing high-quality teaching services through e-learning systems. HEIs have exploited the field of IT in their e-learning system and at the same time reduced the cost of quality education, which has enabled more students to enroll in e-learning courses (Mohamad Hsbollah, Kamil, & Idris, 2009 ). These findings show that e-learning increases the quality of learning and teaching. Recently, the number of IT based education and web-based learning platforms has grown in the HEIs. Traditional classrooms lack mobility and are fixed at a specific locations (Wu & Chen, 2013 ). Thus, traditional classrooms limit the opportunity for students to exploit the advantages of developing technology (Chen & Wang, 2005) . In addition, the courses offered in traditional schools start at fixed times and hence limit the interaction between teachers and students. No such limitations exist in e-learning courses, as teachers and students can interact any time via e-learning web portals. The current trend in e-learning suggests that 25% of the courses in business schools will be delivered on e-learning systems by the end of 2014 (Haverila & Barkhi, 2009 ). As such, it is important to optimize technology in the education setup to facilitate the teaching and learning experiences beyond boundaries.
One of the reports produced by Oxford University Department for Continuing Education revealed that several issues have emerged in e-learning and distance learning programs such as high cost, lack of agility, and infrastructure which needs to be improved to make e-learning system an efficient system of education. The learning experience can be enriched through technologies, as it offers more opportunities than a face-to-face approach to education (Mellema, Smart, Shull, & Salmona, 2009) . The students' level of satisfaction regarding e-learning systems increases when they get easy access to technology. The university needs to provide reliable equipment to the students to ensure smooth delivery of e-learning courses (Kuo, Walker, Schroder, & Belland, 2014) . Furthermore, it is important that online learners be familiar with the use of technology to get the full benefit of an e-learning system (Er, Liaw, Lim, & Marimuthu, 2015) . Students get frustrated when they are not familiar with the technology, and it lowers their satisfaction level (Bidder, Mogindol, Saibin, Andrew, & Naharu, 2016 ). Similarly, a high level of technical support is required for the students to use the published sources on e-learning web portals properly. It is therefore important to improve the e-learning experience of students to enhance their e-learning readiness and acceptance (Liaw, Huang, & Chen, 2007; Selim, 2007) . The present study was conducted to address the prospects of e-learning initiatives in Saudi Arabia. The study investigated the experience and perception of students regarding an e-learning system and their preparedness for e-learning. The present study also shows the overall perspective of students regarding e-learning and outlines the factors which influence the student's attitude towards e-learning.
Significance of the Study
It is observed that prion to this study, few studies have investigated the perception of students and teachers regarding online education in different parts of Gulf countries. Arguably, no research has examined the students' perceptions about e-learning system in Saudi universities and the factors that influence students' attitudes towards e-learning systems. The present study seeks to fill the gap in the e-learning related literature. The present study has both theoretical and practical significance due to the following outcomes:
 The present study provides the knowledge to improve the support services of e-learning systems, the curriculum of e-learning courses and interaction between university teachers and students on e-learning web portals.  The study also put forward recommendations to facilitate the students' experience with e-learning courses and improve the overall design of e-learning system in the universities.
Research Objectives
The study aims to address specific objectives, which are:  Determining the level of exposure to e-learning courses of university students.
 Determining the effectiveness of e-learning courses in the university education.
 Determining the benefits and drawbacks of the e-learning system in the university.
Method

Population and Sample
In the present study, the participants from two colleges, Education & Arts and Business Administration of University of Tabuk, located in Tabuk, Saudi Arabia were sampled. The University of Tabuk started its distance learning program in 2008. There are total 18,000 students currently enrolled in distance learning programs offered at the University of Tabuk. The present study collected data on students' perceptions regarding e-learning courses from 500 students. The demographic characteristics of the study participants are presented in the results section.
Research Questions
This study examined students' perceptions regarding the e-learning system offered at the University of Tabuk, Saudi Arabia. The results of the present study address the following research questions: 1) What is the general perception of students regarding the e-learning system offered at the University of Tabuk? 2) Is there any significant difference in students' perceptions regarding the e-learning system based on gender?
3) What is the relationship between students' perceptions about virtual classrooms (e-learning system) and the characteristic features of the e-learning system?
Instrumentation
The data of the present study was collected through a survey questionnaire published on the e-learning web portal of the University of Tabuk. The survey questionnaire consisted of two parts, with the first part being demographic characteristics of the participants including the gender, level of education, and college. The second part consisted of the characteristic features associated with the e-learning system such as resources published on e-learning web portals and interaction between students and teachers via e-learning web portals. The questionnaire is available in Appendix A. Cronbach's Alpha test was applied on the survey items to determine the reliability of the items. The reliability results for the items are presented in Appendix B.
Research Procedure
The survey items were published on the e-learning web portals of the University of Tabuk. The students of the colleges of Business Administration and Education & Arts were asked to record their responses on the survey items available on the web portal. The first section of the survey consisted of four items which recorded the demographic characteristics of the participants. The second section of the survey consisted of fourteen items related to the e-learning system offered at the University of Tabuk. The participants were asked dichotomous questions through closed-ended statements. Participants were asked to indicate that whether they find e-learning web portals beneficial in their educational career. They were also asked whether they find the virtual classroom system as an effective system of education or otherwise. After getting responses from 500 participants, the survey was closed from the e-learning web portal of the University of Tabuk.
Statistical Analysis
All the recorded data was analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 20.0.
Descriptive statistics was applied to summarize the collected data from respondents. Pearson's correlation test was applied to determine the students' perceptions about the e-learning system offered by the University of Tabuk based on gender. Subsequently, multiple linear regression analysis was applied to examine the relationship between the dependent variable of what participants feel about the virtual classroom system and the characteristics of the e-learning system. In addition to these, the characteristic factors of the e-learning system that are statistically associated with positive students' perceptions were also evaluated. The dependent variable (Y) was students' perceptions about virtual classrooms as a good system; whereas the independent variables included (X1, 2, 3,…, and 8); (a) gender; (b) benefit from the university e-learning system; (c) received training to use e-learning system; (d) manuals, instructions and guidelines to facilitate the use of the e-learning system; (e) recorded lectures compensate for a virtual class; (f) communication system of university via SMS rating; (g) usefulness and relevance of published resources; and (h) interaction with teachers and receipt of proper feedback on web portals.
Results
The present study evaluated the student's perceptions regarding the effectiveness of the e-learning system in the university. Considering the positive attitude of students towards the e-learning system, it can be deduced that e-learning systems are effective in delivering quality education to students. Table 1 shows the descriptive analysis of demographic variables of the participants included in the study. The majority of the participants in the study were female (63.2%). Most of the participants in the study were in the third and fourth level of education (45.6%). In addition, the majority of participants were from the College of Business Administration (76.8%). When asked about the effectiveness of e-learning system in the university, most of the participants reported in favor of the e-learning system. In the present study, it was found that 77.6% of the participants use the e-learning system available at the University. 75.8% reported they get to benefit from the e-learning system of the university. 80.2% found e-courses published on the web portals of the e-learning system useful. 57.2% indicated that enough training is provided to them by the university to use the e-learning system of the university properly. 54.8% participants believed that proper technical support is provided to them when they use their electronic cards on the e-learning web portals. A large number of participants (79%) consider discussion forums as an important part of e-learning systems. Similarly, 73% of participants reported that recorded lectures help to compensate for missed virtual classes and 81.8% found manuals, instructions, and guidelines as valuable sources to adequately use the e-learning web portals. 51.6% and 56.2% reported that instructors directly interacted with students through the e-learning web portals and provided feedback respectively. 79.8% found resources published on the e-learning web portals as relevant to their courses and 67.6% reported the SMS system used by the University for communication as an efficient and useful system. A large number of participants (72.6%) reported in favor of the virtual classroom system as an excellent system of education. All these results with their standard deviation and means are presented in Table 2 . Vol. 6, No. 4; The descriptive analysis revealed that there is only a slight difference in the perception of e-learning between female and male students. Table 3 shows the correlation analysis, which shows the statistically non-significant difference between the genders. Figure 1 demonstrates the number of male and female students who think the virtual classroom system is good. Figure 1 . Number of students happy with the virtual classroom system in the University based on gender To determine the relationship between the students' perception of the e-learning system and various demographic and e-learning system characteristics such as gender, use of SMS for communication in the e-learning system, manuals, instructions and guidelines available on e-learning web portals, and the support and training from the University for the e-learning system, regression analysis was conducted as shown in Table 4 . The model was found to be statistically significant (R 2 = 0.04) at a significance level of 0.05 as shown in Table  5 . b. Predictors: (Constant), the communication system used by the University SMS is an effective and good system, recorded lectures help to compensate for the virtual class, the resources published on the e-learning web portals are useful and relevant, manuals, instructions, and guidelines that are published on the e-learning web portals facilitate the use of e-learning website, and students get instant support when they insert electronic cards in the e-learning system. Table 6 shows that the variable of recorded lectures that help to compensate for virtual class (t = 1.916; p = 0.05), manuals, instructions and guidelines published at web portals (t = 2.237; p = 0.02), and the ease of e-learning system provided by the University (t = 2.76; p = 0.03) were found to be statistically significant with the positive attitude towards the e-learning system. However, all other variables were found to be statistically insignificant. 
Discussion
The aim of this study was to evaluate students' perceptions of e-learning courses offered at the University of Tabuk. There are several characteristics of e-learning courses that are associated with student satisfaction. These features help to understand the students' experiences with the e-learning system and also provide recommendations to improve the design and courses of e-learning system at universities.
A descriptive analysis was performed to determine the general perception of students regarding the e-learning system provided at the university. It was found that almost all the participants reported a positive perception of the e-learning system. The findings of the present study were consistent with previous studies, which show that students feel good about e-learning systems (Suri & Sharma, 2013) . Another study conducted in Saudi Universities also revealed a similar positive attitude of students towards e-learning systems (Hussain, 2007) . A study carried out in the Gulf also shows positive perceptions of students about e-learning systems (Tubaishat & Lansari, 2011) . The results of the present study as shown in Table 2 are congruent with the previous findings.
The present study also aimed to determine whether differences based on gender exist in students' perceptions regarding the e-learning system offered at the University of Tabuk. The results revealed that there is no statistically significant difference (R = 0.479) in perceptions of female and male students regarding the e-learning system as shown in Table 3 . This result is in consonance with the previous studies. Hussein (2011) reported similar attitudes of male and female students towards e-learning systems. Another study shows no substantial difference between males' and females' attitudes towards e-learning (Vandenbroeck, Verschelden, & Boonaert, 2008) . However, few studies conducted in the past demonstrate a more positive attitude of male students towards e-learning as compared to the female students (Ong & Lai, 2006) . The present study reveals no difference, which shows that both male and female students get to benefit from e-learning systems and utilize the sources published on the web portals of the e-learning system accordingly.
Furthermore, the findings revealed that there is no statistically significant relationship between the demographic characteristics of the participants such as level of education, and college of education and the positive perceptions of students towards the e-learning system. Similar findings were reported in previous studies, which show that attitude and perceptions of students towards e-learning are not influenced by their level of education and college of education. However, the present study demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between the students' positive perceptions towards the e-learning system or virtual classroom as a good system and the easy access to recorded lectures (p = 0.05); manuals, instructions and guidelines published on web portals (p = 0.02) at significance level (p = 0.05); and the easiness of e-learning system offered by the University of Tabuk (p = 0.03) at significance level (p = 0.05). The findings also corresponded with previous studies which demonstrated a positive influence on access to technology and ease of use on the students' attitude towards the e-learning system (Papaioannou & Charalambous, 2011; Paris, 2004; Sweeney & Geer, 2010) . The present study also shows that students' perceptions towards the e-learning system are influenced by the ease of e-learning web portals offered by the university. These results are consistent with Adewole-Odeshi (2014)'s finding, which shows a positive attitude of students when they find e-learning sites easy to use. The present study also indicated that proper training and published manuals, guidelines and instructions facilitate the use of e-learning system. These results are consistent with the previous research, which shows that if students have proper skills to use technologies, they feel good about it and show a positive attitude towards e-learning and ICT (Liaw & Huang, 2011; Liawa & Huangb, 2009 ). One of the pilot studies revealed that the major hurdle in the development of the e-learning system in Saudi Universities is the lack of modern telecommunication and infrastructure (Xanthidis, Wali, & Nikolaidis, 2013) . Similarly, another study revealed that the absence of clear vision and strategic planning in Saudi regarding e-learning systems also slows down the progress of e-learning despite the positive attitude of students towards e-learning (Al-Shehri, 2010). The present study suggested that e-learning should be implemented in universities, as the students feel good about e-learning/virtual classroom systems. However, it is important to provide proper support and training to the students so that they can effectively use e-learning web portals. These findings encourage implementation of the e-learning initiatives in Saudi universities. The results of the present study provide the framework of the future perceptions of students towards e-learning systems at the universities. These results can be used by the administration, researchers, decision makers, and policy makers to properly plan, design, implement and promote e-learning with a clear vision in Saudi Arabia.
However, the present study revealed that it is important to provide appropriate training to the students to help them use the e-learning web portals and gather relevant study resources. These findings are imperative and require special attention from the government to ensure development and implementation of e-learning systems in the universities across Saudi Arabia with adequate training and student awareness.
Conclusion
In the present study, three distinguishing factors of e-learning systems were found to influence the positive perceptions of students towards e-learning systems. These factors include ease of the e-learning system offered by the University; manuals, instructions and guidelines published at the e-learning web portals to facilitate the use of the e-learning system; and easy access to relevant recorded lectures. These three factors have significant influence on the students' perceptions regarding e-learning. These findings suggest that the university authorities and Ministry of Education, particularly IT department to render more attention to these factors due to their impacts on e-learning distance learning program through e-learning system. Furthermore, the results indicated no significant difference in the perceptions of male and female students regarding e-learning system. The descriptive statistics showed that students received proper training to use e-learning web portals effectively. The interaction between instructors and students also seemed to be improved through e-learning web portals. The study also revealed problems in policy making and design of e-learning systems in Saudi Arabia which need to be overcome through proper policies. This finding suggests that university authorities and the Ministry of Education should revisit e-learning policies and content design to iron out problems affecting the overall effectiveness of e-learning system in the sampled university and others. The results of the present study emphasize the importance of appropriate training, publishing useful resources on e-learning web portals, and improving the overall e-learning system of the university as the key towards the development of quality e-learning systems in Saudi Arabia.
Despite the significant contributions of this empirical study, there are some limitations need to be addressed. First, this empirical study used a cross-sectional survey method to sample distance learning students of two colleges participated in the study. However, a longitudinal method could give sufficient time to capture the real phenomenon and control issues related to the individual situations concerning e-learning. Second, this study sampled only two faculties and used a quantitative approach. Thus, future studies should include more faculties and use mixed methods approach to capture compressive understanding and other potential factors of the e-learning system. Finally, this study sampled only distance learning students, which is one of the components that constitute e-learning. Therefore, future studies should include e-learning instructors to capture comprehensive e-learning dimensions in Saudi tertiary context.
